Background Self-employed professionals are responsible for the major part of the labor market. It is essential to understand the characteristics of the self-employed to promote "decent work" for this segment of workers. The current study aimed to describe the personal and work-related attributes of the self-employed group in South Korea.
The new global agenda pertaining to Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) was adopted in 2015 by the 193 member states of the United Nations. The 17 specific objectives of tacking all forms of poverty, inequality, and climate change were published. Given the trends in labor markets across the world, circumstances such as economic crises, globalization, and technological ad-JOGHR 2019 Vol 3 • e2019038 vancements have facilitated the elimination of certain jobs (1, 2) . Hence, the private sector faces the challenge of creating job opportunities, making work prospects more precarious for individuals (1, 2) . The realization of the SDG blueprint, specifically goal number 8 (decent work and economic growth) is essential to eradicate social and health inequalities for working population of employed individuals (3) .
Employment status is probably a hallmark for attaining SDG 8. The work position affects the rights and responsibilities of employees and employers in the workplace and becomes an important social determinant for health inequalities (2) . An individual's placement at work is determined by a contract of employment, which establishes and binds the employee/employer relationship. On the other hand, self-employment represents an "atypical" employment contract (4) . Self-employed persons work for themselves as owners of a business rather than for an employer. This situation enables them to create their own working conditions, to act as independent actors in the market, and to have more autonomy and flexibility than waged employees (4, 5) . Nevertheless, self-employment is possibly one of the most vulnerable aspects of labor markets. The lack of social protection (ie, health insurance and pension plan) and labor regulations (ie, adequate working conditions) for formal employment are vital reasons for the self-employed to be regarded as a residual group outside of the purview of labor standards and regulation (2, 6) . The aforementioned conditions present barriers to equitable health and well-being for self-employed workers, even though they benefit from high job control and satisfaction (5, 7, 8) . Regretfully, this type of employment has not attracted due attention from policy makers and researchers probably because of the informality of this sector and the limited data available from it. As a key driver of economic and job growth, self-employed professionals are responsible for the major part of the labor market (4, 9) . Thus, it is essential to understand the characteristics of the self-employed to promote "decent work" for this segment of workers.
The current study aimed to describe the personal and work-related attributes of the self-employed group in South Korea. To this end, the working population was categorized as self-employed workers (specifically, "small business self-employed" and "middle to large business self-employed') and "workers in standard employment". Using data from the 2006, 2010, and 2014 Korean Working Condition Survey (KWCS), the socio-demographic and work-related features of the self-employed were compared, designating employees in standard employment as the reference group.
METHODS

Data collection and participants
This study used data from the 2006, 2010, and 2014 KWCS, conducted by the Korea Occupational Safety and Health Agency. The KWCS was modeled on the European Working Conditions Survey and was translated and modified to create a Korean version that was apt for Korean culture and working conditions (10) . The KWCS aimed to comprehensively articulate the working conditions of Korean workers to discover their exposure to risk factors and to ascertain the manners in which these risk factors were affected by occupation, business, or type of employment. To select a representative sample of the economically active population, the target population was the entire working populations who were over 15 years old at the time of the interview and who worked for pay or profit for at least 1 hour in the week preceding the interview. Retired and unemployed persons, home makers, and students were excluded from the survey. Eligible employment status was employee, self-employed, unpaid family-member workers, or temporarily unemployed. The sample frame was based on the National Population and Housing Census. In the first stage, census districts were selected using probability proportional to size systematic sampling, based on the number of households in the census district. Subsequently, ten households were sampled randomly within each selected census district. All the interviews were conducted face to face by trained interviewers in the respondent's own household (11) .
For the current study, we first confirmed the self-employed and wage employees at each phase of the KWCS (2006, 2010, and 2014) . Once the self-employed participants were ascertained, individuals who were engaged in skilled agricultural occupations, forestry, and fisheries were excluded because of certain distinctive features such as working in family farms, seasonal activities, or excess labor supply in relatively short periods. The screened list of self-employed workers were classified into small business owners who employed fewer than 5 employees and middle to large business owners who employed more than 5 employees. In the case of wage employees, workers in non-standard work arrangements (ie, part-time and temporary agency workers) were excluded, and only those with standard full-time employment were included in the population for this study. Workers with non-standard employment are considered precarious workers and are associated with reduced occupational health and safety and poor working conditions (1, 2) . Thus, they cannot be incorporated in the same category as workers in standard employment. Finally, the study participants were described in the following manner: The first wave of the KWCS was conducted in 2006 with a total of 10,043 participants, wherein 7,416 participants (2,328 self-employed persons and 5,088 workers in standard employment) were included for the current study. In 2010, a total of 10,019 face-to-face interviews were conducted and finally included 6619 workers with 2,236 self-employed individuals and 4,383 employees in standard employment. In 2014, a total of 50,007 workers were interviewed, and 27740 participants with 16,821 self-employed personnel and 22,171 workers in standard employment were identified.
Questionnaire
The interview questions were designed to provide detailed information on the demographic and socioeconomic characteristics and working conditions of Korean workers. Demographic and socioeconomic variables included age (20-29, 30-39, 40-49, or 50-59), gender (male or female), and educational attainment (elementary or less, middle to high school, or college or more). The income level was divided into four categories (US$): <US$ 1000, US$ 1000-US$ 1999, US$ 2000-US$ 2999, and ≥US$ 3000. Occupational status encompassed the eight classes based on the Korean Standard Classification of Occupations with the exclusion of skilled agricultural workers, those engaged in forestry, people working in fisheries, and military personnel. The respondents were classified further into three groups: white collar (senior manager, professional/technical expertise, clerks), blue collar (craft and related trade workers, equipment/machine operators, and assembly hands), and pink collar (service and sales personnel).
Work-related characteristics included work durations, weekend work, "presenteeism", and worklife balance. Work duration was calculated on a weekly basis and was treated as continuous time. The classification of working unduly long hours computed with 52hours per week as the cut-off point, and two categories (≥52 vs. <52) were established. Weekend work was ascertained by the question, "how many times a month do you work on Sundays/Saturdays?". The term "presenteeism" signified "working while sick" and was investigated from yes/no question, "'Over the past 12 months did you work when you were sick?". Work-life balance was ascertained form the participants' responses to questions that asked whether their weekly work durations were suited to their family or private lives. The participants were given the choice of the following answers: "very well", "well", "not well", and "not at all". Workers who answered "very well" and "well" were defined as people who had achieved work-life balance and those who responded "not well" and "not at all" were categorized as leading an unbalanced life regarding their work.
Statistical analysis
To compare demographic and socioeconomic characteristics and the working conditions of the study population among the three working groups (small business self-employed, middle to large business self-employed, and workers with standard employment), the mean and SE for continuous variables and the numbers and percentage for categorical variables were calculated. Tests of statistical differences among the three working population were based on ANOVA and χ 2 statistics. The SAS 9.2 software (SAS Institute, Cary, NC, USA) was used to perform all of the analyses.
RESULTS
The working population rates in 2006 were 31.39% for self-employed persons and 68.61% for workers in standard employment (Figure 1) . Subsequently, the percentage of self-employed people increased to 32.78% in 2010 and then decreased to 32.2% in 2014 to return to the same level in 2006. Small business owners amounted to 90% of the self-employed individuals in 2006; but their proportions increased to about 94% in both 2010 and 2014. The percentage of standard employees decreased to 66.22% in 2010 and increased again to 67.8% in 2014.
Self-employed workers in both small business and middle to large business were more likely to be older than workers in standard employment were (Figure 2) . In 2006, self-employed individuals were mostly in the 40-49 age group. As the years progressed, the numbers for people in their 50s increased, signifying that entrepreneurs were getting older. The rate of male workers engaging in self-employed and standard employment was higher than those of female workers across the years, in every phase of the KWCS. The percentage of female middle to large business owners was particularly low (18.52% in 2006; 17.42% in 2010; and 21% in 2014). However, the proportion of female workers gradually increased with the years, and in 2014 female workers self-employed in small businesses and in standard employment reached almost half. Although the percentage of workers with the lowest monthly income (<US$ 1000) decreased with the passing of the years, the lowest income (<US$ 1000) was found to be most prevalent for those who were self-employed in small businesses: 21.58% in 2006, 11.88% in 2010, and 4.68% in 2014 ( Table 1) . Middle to large business owners were reported to be the high earners among all the types of workers who were examined. Around 75% of the workers in standard employment earned monthly wages that ranged between US$ 1000 and US$ 2999. In terms of educational attainment, more than half of the middle to large business owners and the workers in standard employed workers held college or post-graduate degrees. Conversely, small business owners contributed the highest proportion of middle to high school graduates: 65.52% in 2006, 65.11% in 2010, and 63.87% in 2014. Similarly, more than half the self-employed personnel of middle to large business enterprises and workers in standard employments were likely to be engaged in white collar jobs, while self-employed small business personnel were mainly involved in blue and pink collar job. The proportion of pink collar employment increased gradually over the years: 44.84% in 2006, 52.95% in 2010, and 59.08% in 2014. Regarding the comparison of weekly work durations for self-employed individuals and workers in standard employment, the overall mean working time per week decreased in all workers over the years ( Table 2) . Self-employed persons were likely to work longer durations than workers in standard employment were, and small business owners had the longest weekly working time (60.00 hours in 2006, 58.50 hours in 2010, and 56.74 hours in 2014) of all workers. The percentage of overtime work declined continuously in standard employees during the study period. However, those self-employed in small businesses did not register a substantial reduction in weekly overtime working hours. The proportion of people who worked more than 52 hours weekly was the highest in those who were self-employed in small businesses ( . The proportion of working while sick ("presenteeism") across the three groups was also the highest in self-employed small business owners: 23.91% in 2010 and 30.77% in 2014.
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The proportion of workers who successfully combined their work and other aspects of their life found the highest representation in those who were engaged in standard employment (76.53% in 2006, 75.47% in 2010, and 75.94% in 2014) vis-à-vis the self-employed in small businesses and in middle to large enterprises (Figure 3) . The proportion of work-life imbalance was particularly higher in small business owners in comparison to the other two groups: 40.43% in 2006, 38.4% in 2010, and 40.8% in 2014. 
DISCUSSION
We found a clear distinction in socio-demographic and work-related attributes between self-employed workers and personnel in standard employment. In comparison to middle to large business owners or workers in standard employment, small business owners were more likely to hold a lower socioeconomic position and to experience undesirable working conditions, including longer, weekly work durations, weekend work, "presenteeism", and worklife imbalance. It is noteworthy that the observed differences among the groups prevailed through the years the survey was conducted.
The global proportion of self-employment (% of total employment) has declined slightly but the figure is still substantial, averaging 14.3% -52.6% in 2017 based on the level of national income (12) . In South Korea, self-employed workers comprise a large percentage of 29.4%, which is almost twice as high as that of the world's high-income nations (14.3%) and the fourth-highest among the 35 OECD member countries (13) . The KWCS data also evidenced that substantial measure of the self-employed, recording 32.7% in 2006, 36.2% in 2010, and 32.7% in 2014 and small business owners accounted for more than 90% of this self-employed sector through the study periods. The statistics pertaining to self-employment prove without doubt that self-employment activity experts a tangible impact on job creation, econom- ic growth, and poverty reduction. Expectedly, to understand the inherent characteristics of the self-employed individuals, small business owners are the key group to study as they are by far the largest component of self-employment.
Demographic and socioeconomic characteristics are vital indicators of economic differences in society and they help to predict the health and well-being of an individual. The differences in these features in the labor market reflect and reinforce the social inequality of workers (14, 15) . For example, socioeconomically disadvantaged workers were more at risk of negative outcomes across their life spans than their counterparts (16, 17) . The current study demonstrated that disparities in demographic and socioeconomic factors existed between self-employed individuals and workers in standard employment. In particular, small business owners with 0-4 employees were more likely to be older and male, earn lower levels of monthly income, attain lesser levels of education, and were engaged in manual and service positions than workers in standard employment. The nature of self-employment is heterogeneous; however, the self-employed were generally found to be male and older in terms of age (18, 19) . It is possible that older people are more likely to be self-employed than the youth are because they are in a better position to start a business, because of their experience and greater human and financial capitals (20) . Self-employment may also be an inevitable option against layoffs or early retirement or it may be undertaken to delay retirement (20) . The statistics of many countries commonly attest to the fact that earnings of self-employed individuals were lower or more volatile than those of waged employees (20) (21) (22) (23) . Given the relatively low and irregular income of the self-employed (20-23), such people were likely to face more challenges regarding economic vulnerability and to encounter more financial problems than their employee counterparts. On the other hand, educational achievement and types of self-employment were quite discrete across nations. A higher proportion of the self-employed in some countries (ie, Germany, France, and US) was engaged in professional occupations which typically require specialized education and skills (20) (21) (22) (23) . The opposite was observed in other countries (ie, UK, Spain, and Japan), where the self-employed were less likely to be as educated as the other types of employees (20, 21) . In Asian nations, self-employed persons were predominantly observed to have lower educational qualifications and to be engaged in unskilled or semi-skilled manual jobs. The KWCS data is consistent with this observation and it further highlights that individuals self-employed in small business were most vulnerable to low socioeconomic positions based on income, education, and occupation in comparison to middle to large business owners and workers in standard employment. This unequal distribution was observed throughout the study period, and this, seems to prevail. Given that inequality in socioeconomic positions could be present a decisive factor of inequality in health and social inequalities (14) (15) (16) (17) , future discussion beyond the scope of the present study is needed to support these findings.
Decent work is a broad concept that encompasses many dimensions. Appropriate work durations and work-life balance are important contributors in achieving this SDG. Self-employed persons have been deemed to have failed in attaining decent work. Although the self-employed, as business owners, have high levels of autonomy, job control, and can create flexible schedules, their benefits often become double-edged swords (4, 5) . Since self-employed persons are responsible for absolutely everything related to their own businesses, they become liable to exploitation at the workplace: they are more likely to work longer hours and to face difficulties in harmonizing their work and family life than waged employees (5, 8, 24) . The findings of the present investigation corroborate this outcome. Compared to employed workers, self-employed persons in both small businesses and in middle to large enterprises worked longer weekday hours and also worked more often on the weekends. The proportion of people working more than 52 hours per week (defined as legal working hours in South Korea) was much higher for self-employed persons than for workers in standard employment. Small business owners seemed to evidence the most accurate cases of working overtime and registered the longest working hours and the most number of working days vis-à-vis any other employment type compared through the current analysis. The self-employed were also more likely to work even when they were sick. Similar results were reported by Kim et al. (2014), who found that self-accounting workers displayed 27% higher odds in exhibiting "presenteeism" than paid workers (25) . The authors reasoned that the self-employed need to be working even when they do not feel well because they cannot allocate other people to substitute for them when they are sick (25) . The results of the present analysis could be also similarly understood: small business owners are willing to accept undesirable working conditions such as "presenteeism" because they are ultimately responsible for the entire business.
Reconciling work and life might become difficult for the self-employed in light of their increased responsibilities in the workplace, their inordinately long weekday working hours, and their propensity for weekend work. A lower rate of work-life balance was observed in self-employed individuals in comparison to those in standard employment, and small business owners were particularly susceptible to imbalances between work and other aspects of their lives. This result was fairly consistent through the study years of 2006, 2010, and 2014. Self-employment often accords flexible working schedules and high job control. Paradoxically, the unexpected demands of family life can make these advantages causes for conflict because of the self-employed alone carry the entire burden of the responsibility for the business and the pressure of its success or failure. This self-accounted onus leads to work-life disharmony, as attested by studies that have reported high incidences of work and life conflict and imbalance among the self-employed (26) (27) (28) . However, there are obvious contradictions about the inequity between work and life of self-employed individuals. Existing studies have demonstrated that the positive aspects of high flexibility and control at work enhanced the reconciliation of work and private life matters for the self-employed (29, 30) . Ascertaining whether the self-employed negotiate a better work-life balance than waged employees can be tricky. Further research is required to clarify this issue and to elucidate the major factors that may contribute to disharmonies between work and other aspects of person's life.
Our findings need to be interpreted carefully. Although the current study described the characteristics of the self-employed across the years of 2006, 2010, and 2014, it was based on cross-sectional approach wherein the data were combined over a period of time and achieved the same analysis in each period. Therefore, this study do not support time trend of the characteristics and sort of differentiation over the years. The results have limitations derived from the cross-sectional study. Thus, determining causality is challenging; for example, small businesses were more likely to have socioeconomic disadvantages, or socially disadvantaged persons were more likely to be small business owners. Therefore, the cross-sectional data could be incomplete, and selection bias or measurement error may occur when recruiting participants or collecting information. However, because the KWCS is a national survey with representative sample, rigid sampling procedure, and the questionnaire, we believe that quality assurance of the data and results are less likely biased toward the meaningless and absurd.
CONCLUSIONS
In conclusion, the present descriptive investigation showed that self-employed individuals, especially those heading small businesses, were more likely to be exposed to socioeconomic disadvantages and to the worst working conditions than standard waged workers. Their vulnerability seems to be quite persistent, and has prevailed at least through the duration of the study that was undertaken between 2006 and 2014. Given the shifting values and attitudes and the uncertainties of global economy, self-employment functions in major capacities in the economic development and job growth of a nation and it accounts for a large part of the working population of the world. Nevertheless, as informal sector employees, self-employment individuals are considered to be outside the purview of the regular labor market. Increasing their poor quality job held by societal and working environments is likely to exacerbate inequalities concerning occupational safety and health. Bearing in mind the global agenda and the SDG achieving the eradication of social and health inequalities in the working population, practical strategies are needed to foster social services, public assistance, and labor protection, and to reduce health inequalities for the self-employed. Small business owners may have to be given priority.
